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Maine Peace Action Committee

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

T

he Maine Peace Action Committee
(MPAC) was founded in 1974 with a
special focus on ending the war in
Indochina. MPAC has been concerned with our
society’s violent and militaristic nature, which is
manifested in a lack of humane and progressive
values and a tendency towards solving problems
via destructive means.
Our general orientation takes the double focus
of analyzing and opposing militarism, or the
efforts to use nuclear weapons and other military
means to solve human problems, and imperialism,
or the efforts by powerful nations to use economic
and military means to impose their will upon less
powerful peoples.
Our nation’s pursuit of these policies undermines its ability to deal with the needs of its own
citizens and places us in greater danger of war.
Our tax dollars are used to develop first strike
capable weapons and to support repressive
regimes abroad. Consequently, there are fewer
dollars available for needed human services both
here and abroad.

Table of Contents

If we direct our energy and other resources
into weapons systems, there is little left for
creative solutions to problems such as the world
food and fuel shortages which threaten our
survival.

imperialism and proposing alternatives to these
policies.

We have seen human needs are neglected by
an existing government, and when that government represses groups attempting to meet those
needs, violent upheaval has resulted. Our government’s military economic support for such repressive regimes has embroiled us in armed conflicts
which have escalated to full scale war and could
mean inevitable global destruction.

1. unite people within our group

We support efforts to deal with each of these
problems since we see them as resulting and
contributing to an economic and political system
over which most of us have little control.
We in MPAC believe that while none of these
efforts by itself can bring about a completely just
society, together we can work toward more
comprehensive solutions. We feel that we can
best contribute by challenging militarism and

We find we can act effectively if we focus on a
limited number of specific issues and campaigns.
We need projects which can:
2. provide opportunities for action resulting in
measurable achievement
3. link our efforts with national campaigns; and
4. demonstrate the dynamics of militarism and
imperialism.
For our activities to be successful, we need to
educate ourselves about issues, analyze the
contributing factors, investigate alternative solutions, decide strategy for implementing alternatives, and share our understanding with the
community to enlist their support.
MPAC believes that people united and working together can redefine our values and change
our approach to problems so that we shall be able
to live in a free and creative society; indeed, such
efforts are imperative if we are to survive.
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A CALL FOR PEACE IN SOUTH ASIA

T

he region of South Asia includes eight
nations:
Afghanistan,
Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan,
and Sri Lanka. These eight countries used to be a
part of sub-continental India that has a very old
history which even goes back to ancient civilizations such as Indus Valley, and Mesopotamian.
However, the region of South Asia has garnered
many descriptions which are mostly discouraging
in recent decades. It falls among the poorest, the
most hostile places to live, region of political
instability, coups, insurgency, and a playground
for religious extremism in the modern world. The
list of negatives even goes even further, and as a
citizen of Nepal and thus South Asia, I sometimes
feel very discouraged as if it looks there is no
bright future for roughly 1.5 billion people who
live in the region.
Despite billions in foreign aid, poverty has not
bee reduced at all. Daily living for the poor has
become tremendously difficult due to skyrocketing commodity prices, and the high growth rate of
unemployment. At the same time, no country in
the South Asia is free from terror, insurgency, and
conflicts. The surge of Taliban in Afghanistan
and also the recent attacks in Pakistan by
Pakistani Talibans has put peace of those nations
into peril. With constant forming and falling of
governments in Nepal has added only instability
in Nepal. Sri Lanka is going through its transition
to possible stability aftermath decade’s long civil
war. The situation in Bangladesh is also not
encouraging. Relatively stable looking Bhutan
although has also not solved its ethnic conflict.
Thousands of Nepal-origin Bhutanese have been
forced to flee their home country, and forced to
live in tents and huts in a clustered region of the
Eastern Nepal. Seemingly stable India is also
facing home grown Naxalite surges in many
districts, and also a continuing communal
violence in some parts of the nation. Boarder
disputes between India- Pakistan and also IndiaChina have not been resolved yet. Kashmir
continues to be an explosive region and the speculation for potential threats of confrontation
between India-China is increasing in recent days.
With all these perilous events in the region,
the imminent future looks depressing. However,
as a silver lining of the dark clouds, peace and
even prosperity are still possible, and millions of

people who live just below $2 dollars a day can
have access to education, basic health care, clean
drinking water, and food. Again prosperity is
possible if we all—not only the leaders or the citizens of the region, but from all over the world
especially the Western democracies—are honest
enough to realize the scale of disaster that the
instability of South Asia has brought causing

thousands of lives globally and at the cost of
billions of dollars.
The nations of South Asia are much interconnected not only by geographical partitions but
also by the fact that they have similar culture,
language, and of course the ancient Eastern
Civilization and Philosophy. Above all, they all
have a common enemy: Poverty. Poverty has
proven to be many times more dangerous than
Jihadism or Naxalism. Poor people have always
become the breeding ground of insurgency. Even
the surge of Talibans in Afghanistan is not only
because the Afghan government becoming too
weak to combat militants, but because it failed to
fulfill basic promises to the people. Not only the
Afghan government, but the United States and
the West strongly failed to meet bare minimum expectations of Afghans for better
education, employment, order, and hope
for the future. The majority of Afghans
are living in their deathbeds every day.
The life expectancy of people is still below
40. There is no guarantee they will have
bare enough food for the night, if they
managed for the day. The women’s situation is very pathetic. Children do not have
access to schools, and people do not have
access to health posts even for minor
health problems. Almost completely
ignored after military attack and also by a
virtual victory over Taliban in 2001 by US,
the rural Afghans never felt governance
and relief from government and the US.
This created both a political and military
vacuum which the once defeated Talibans
filled in. They capitalized on the poverty
of poor Afghans and trained them for
deadly attacks (sometimes suicidal), and
for those illiterate and poor Afghans,
dying does not carry any fear as they are
dying of poverty every day. The real solution in Afghanistan is not to add more
troops, but to reach out to those poor
people and provide their minimum basic

needs. Just pouring hundreds of billions of dollars
mainly for military funding, and also in the name
of aid to corrupt government officials, but not
making them accountable to institute governance is going fuel rather than solve the problems. Moreover, the peace process in Nepal
though it’s still fragile has proved that citizens
themselves are capable of coming into a negotiating table and make compromises.
The small courage and self-confidence of
people and leaders are strong enough to solve the
problems of all individual nations of the region.
It’s not that the region lacks in resources like the
human capital or the monetary one, but what is
lagging us behind is the lack of willpower, and
extending hands to others without even thinking
to try solving problems ourselves first. The western democracies also should play constructive
roles for peace processes. Military victory has
never proven the permanent solution in history.
In most cases, military invasion has become counterproductive instead. We should not forget that
in this inter-dependent world, instability and
violence in one part of the world brings instability in the whole global system. Also the US which
is also the only superpower nation, should act as
a constructive force to make the world a better
place to live with. With enormous riches of
resources the US also has a great opportunity to
contribute to a long lasting culture and civilization of peace, brotherhood, and humanity.
History has taught us that a destructive superpower (like British Empire or the ancient
Romans) has had to end sooner rather than later.
—Sushil Khadka, Biological Engineering, 4th Year
University of Maine, Orono
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EIGHT YEARS OF WAR, HOW MANY MORE?
AN ANTI-WAR MARCH EXPERIENCE IN BOSTON, SATURDAY OCTOBER 17
Force and mind are opposites; morality
ends where a gun begins. —Ayn Rand

edly left an impression in the hearts and minds of
Boston’s peace activists.

aturday, October 17 was a mindful day in
Boston as I joined anti-war activists who
took to the streets with signs, flags, music,
costumes, songs, chants, and demonstrations to
let everyone know that we do not support the war
in Afghanistan and we demand that the troops be
brought home now.

Approaching the event was a walkway filled
with information tables set up by activist groups
seeking to hand out their information flyers and
goals as well as recruitment to spread their causes.
There were a few Socialist groups who declared
that capitalism has
met its end and a new
social direction is best.
The Massachusetts
Animal
Rights
Coalition was there to
show people that
violence starts at most
dinner tables as they
handed out pro-vegan
literature. 9/11 Truth
gave out information
that
requested
answers to many
‘cover ups’ and sought
a new independent
investigation into the
attacks. Booksellers
set up tables with
literature on Iraq,
Afghanistan,
Vietnam, Capitalism,
the crisis in Honduras,
and the Siege of Gaza,
among many other subjects. The walkway leading
to the stage was an event on its own!

S

As civilian and military casualties rise,
economic conditions worsen in the U.S., and the
health care debate seems to be failing, Obama is
considering the mobilization of 40,000 more
troops to be sent to Afghanistan. It costs an estimated $700,000–800,000 a year for one troop to
be deployed to Afghanistan and this money could
simply be put to much better use. Many want an
end to this war that costs not only many innocent
lives, but lots of money.
What better cultural event is there than to
attend a nonviolent peaceful demonstration,
surrounded by peace minded individuals who are
all eager to lend their time for the greater good,
for selfless service, and to educate themselves
about pressing issues as well as to sing, chant,
dance and have fun?
The peace movement has a strong core, but
they always need more movers. Afghanistan is
crying out for them right now.
Women in Afghanistan have recently been
saying, “We have a brain and a mouth. How
about we try negotiating, discussing, before we
use bombs?”
A program speaker was Zoya, an Afghani
member of the Foreign Committee of the
Revolutionary Association of the Women of
Afghanistan (RAWA). RAWA is the oldest political/social organization of Afghan women struggling for peace, freedom, democracy and women’s
rights in fundamentalism-blighted Afghanistan
since 1977. Zoya declared that Afghanistan’s
women want the violence to stop; they want the
U.S. out and for the bombings of civilians to
cease. Most of all, they want the world to support
democratic voices in Afghanistan. Every time
bombs are dropped there seems to be more
violent resistance to foreign invaders too, not just
the fundamentalists like the Taliban, and the
violence has no end in sight. Zoya tried her best
to cover her face since some members of RAWA
have been targets themselves for speaking out.
RAWA’s founder was herself martyred.
Another inspiring speaker was Matthis
Chiroux, a member of Iraq Veterans Against the
War (IVAW) and a war resister who refused to go
to Afghanistan. He spoke about how Obama
claims that this war is the good war we should
have been focusing on but were distracted with
Iraq. Chiroux then shouted, “Are they fighting for
you? Are they fighting for Boston? Is this what we
want?” to which the crowd replied “No!”
Standing up at the mike supported by his
crutches, Chiroux’s passion was felt and undoubt-

As for the event’s characters, Code Pink
attended wearing their trademark fluorescent
pink costumes and tu-tus, bearing signs and the
Abu-Barbie (No pictures please, a nude Barbie on

a stick pun on the Abu Ghraib prison). A man
wearing a skeleton mask and orange jumpsuit
wore a sign asking us to resist imperialism and
capitalism. Another, more flamboyant man
resembling a Saudi Arabian shouted “Allah
Akbar!” repeatedly as well as “The U.S. will lose
this war!”

I was equally inspired when an elderly woman
walked slowly up to me to ask me where she could
get a sticker like the one I was wearing that said
“No War, Troops Home Now!” with a big people’s
fist on it. I showed her the table and she thanked
me with the biggest smile I’d seen all day. This
shows that anyone and everyone can be active in
the movement.
Some people were there just to be there, like a
group of zombies. These people were in damaged
clothing and had painted blood all over them.
When asked what they were doing at the gathering, they replied, “Ghraaaag! Mhhrrrrrrr!” Other
people were there to heckle, like an older man
who gave the thumbs down and told us we were
too scared to fight. I asked him to go enlist
himself but he paid no attention.
As the beating of drums echoed off skyscrapers, flashes of cameras from the streets multiplied,
and chants grew louder, people from shops and
restaurants and office buildings came out to join
the march and we knew by the many people looking out their apartment and car windows that our
messages were loud and clear:

“What do we want?”
“Troops out!”
“When do we want it?”
“Now!”
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EIGHT YEARS OF WAR, HOW MANY MORE?

These demonstrations are the perfect weekend
event to put into action all of your peaceful
thoughts and ideas and to meet people to plan
later events and campaigns. I think they should
be more frequent and larger throughout the
whole country and should be the duty of everyone who seeks to bring peace anywhere and
everywhere and won’t settle for undeclared wars
and continued violence.

the government is endemic and opium production makes up one-third of the country’s gross
domestic product. This opium even makes its way
to the streets of western countries.
The argument for continued occupation and
troop escalation continues with the excuse of,
“we broke it, now we must fix it.” Somehow we
owe it to the Afghans to stay and rebuild. If we
stay as a military force of occupation, the violence
will continue as both reactionary groups, the U.S.
and the Taliban, serve to reinforce each other
even while opposing each other. We do not simply
have the choice of leaving it to the Taliban, but
rather leaving it to the wishes of a democratic
Afghanistan where no more civilians are killed in
U.S. bombing raids.

I was a bit saddened to speak with two men on
the street who chose not to march as they said,
“It’ll never end. They’ll never stop.” I assumed
they were speaking of the military industrial
complex.
I was then later approached by an old man
who was handing out leaflets as invitations to a
meeting to plan more demonstrations and form
strategies to resist the war. He asked me and my
friends, “What can we do to resist the wars and
the powerful military?” We came up with some
interesting answers.

MPAC Newsletter

As the death and destruction continues, more
Afghans are forced to become refugees in other
countries as well, facing many uncertainties.
imperialist and ended up spending a night in jail
for. We agreed that we are prepared to do the
same if we could make a big statement out of it
like Thoreau.
We also discussed working to ban military
recruiters from school campuses to try our best to
crush the myth that for young adults its either
college or the military. No one should ever have
to choose between education and wielding a gun
in order to make a plan for their lives.
There was definitely no shortage of opportunities to help progressive organizations and to show
your true peaceful spirit by nonviolent demonstration, but the voice always needs to grow
louder, and I hope that everyone reading our
newsletter will seize the opportunity to march for
peace and join a peaceful group dedicated to positive social change.

Why do we want the U.S. out of
Afghanistan?

O

bama called this war “the central front in
our battle against terrorism.” worldcantwait.org declares that the war in Afghanistan had
nothing to do with the 9/11 attacks and rather its
mission was to thwart reactionary Islamic fundamentalists and groups that have posed obstacles
to U.S. power and to restructure the Middle East
in order to deepen U.S. domination.
The 40,000+ troops Obama is being pressured
to deploy with the fear of defeat does not include
the thousands of private U.S. contractors that
would follow them. This all adds up to plans for
further violence and chaos in the area.

I suggested that we block armed services
recruiters by standing outside and holding hands
so no one could be let in. My friend Jake said
rather we ought to go in and ask to sign up, but
every time they hand us the pen to ask for more
reasons to join, saying something like, “I need to
be more convinced” so that we’d be taking up a
lot of the recruiter’s time to then later decline to
enlist. We laughed at that idea as if it could be
that simple.

If the rules of engagement are anything like
those described by the Winter Soldiers from Iraq
Veterans Against the War, as reports have been
suggesting, then we should all hope that this
conflict ends quickly as civilians have always
been in danger of being mistaken for combatants.

We also decided to favor a mass movement to
resist paying taxes, especially war taxes, so that
the military would lose some of their funding.
Thoreau was my inspiration for this when he
refused to pay taxes that would support the
Mexican-American war of which he was an anti-

The U.S. supported Karzai regime attempting
to hold power in Afghanistan now is only a
puppet government of some of the same hated
landlords, warlords, militia heads, and feudal
tribal chieftains that have tormented the people
of Afghanistan for decades. Corruption within

Because of these reasons, we demand the
removal of all U.S. and allied forces from the
region known as “the graveyard of empires” for
the benefit of the people of Afghanistan.
“What Afghanistan needs, what the U.S.
needs right now are solutions, not death.” Our
march on Boston that Saturday with these words
from Chiroux were a good step in the right direction and I hope we were able to inspire more
people to join the cause.
—Michael Gibson

Fall 2009
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NEW ENGLAND RALLY TO END THE WARS
BOSTON, OCTOBER 17, 2009

Maine high school student joins New England Rally to End the Wars.

Katrina Bisheimer fro
m Buckspor t, Pegg
y Smith from Lincon
Kendall from Orono
ville, and Judd Esty
hold Real Security
banner at Copley Sq
speakers urge an en
uare while listening
d to the occupation
to
of Iraq and the war
in Afghanistan

Lisa Savag
e, Maine Co
de
in Solon an
d initiated th Pink Coordinator lives
e buses to
Boston.

st Machias. They
from Cooper and Ea
y
leb
yk
M
e
yc
Jo
d
Wars Rally
Grant an
the Boston End the
to
g
in
Bob Von Rotz, Betty
go
s
Bu
or
ng
to join the Ba
got up at 3:30 a.m.

Chris Rusnov
from Winslow
created a sign
urging food not
bombs for
Afghanistan for
the New
England Rally
to End the
Wars.

MPAC member and Newsletter author Michael Gibson (left) flashes peace sign with
friend from Skowhegan at Boston Rally.
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WHERE IS THE ANTI-WAR LEFT?

W

ith 2010 fast approaching we are now
eight years removed from the
September 11th attacks and almost a
year removed from the evils of the Bush
Administration. The public is very much interested in healthcare reform regardless of the in
pending outcome. Here in Maine we are dealing
with a referendum to repeal our same sex
marriage law and I have seen a lot of energy and
support to protect the same sex marriage law.

2001 and sometimes billed as "the just war".
Currently Obama is considering a troop surge and
I see no talk anywhere in the mainstream media
of a withdrawal. Recall how Dick Nixon had a
"secret plan" to get us out of Vietnam? Both of
the current conflicts share the a key feature with
The Vietnam War, we have no clear objective.
What Obama
is doing right now
is far from shocks
me because in the
end I have no
confidence
in
politicians, the
main issue me me
is the lack of anti-war left. This really outlines
the divide between many liberals and the
Legitimate Left, some seem to put a lot of faith in
voting and those who are Left understand we
must put pressure on our leaders. I'm am not
suggesting that pressure will do anything soon,
but it;s the only just thing to do. Sitting around
after casting your vote for a Democrat is not
getting us anywhere and never has. The anti-war
left needs to rise up and make its voice heard so
we can stop with all this nonsense of troop surges
and long-term withdrawal plans. Both wars need
to be ended now and being complacent with the
rhetoric needs to end.
—Seth Baker

PODCASTS AVAILABLE AT
http://peacecast.us

H

ere are descriptions of some of the audio
podcasts posted recently to peacecast.us.
They all are available for free listening off the
web or as free downloads to your iPod or other
device that can play mp3 audio files. Feed links
for iTunes and rss are available at the website.

David Swanson in Bangor and Orono
Two new podcasts feature peace campaigner
David Swanson, author of the new book,
Daybreak: Undoing the Imperial Presidency and
Forming a More Perfect Union. Swanson is
founder of After Downing Street, a non-partisan
coalition seeking to hold members of the Bush
Administration accountable for crimes and
abuses of power. He spoke November 5, 2009 at
the Peace and Justice Center of Eastern Maine
in Bangor and at the Memorial Union on the
University of Maine campus in Orono.

Doug Allen on Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj
Doug spoke Thursday October 1, 2009 on
the centenary of Gandhi’s most important book
and it’s relevance to violence and terrorism
today, just one month before his five-monthlong trip to India.

Jerry Call on Medicare for all
Can Medicare for all solve the health care
crisis? Jerry Call, a cancer survivor and cofounder of the grassroots organization Maine
Health Care Reform argues the case vigorously
in this podcast.. Jerry is one of the key statewide
single-payer advocates in Maine. He was one of
the “Baucus 13,” arrested for disrupting
Congress during an industry-heavy Senate
Committee hearing last May He is a tireless
campaigner for the Medicare for All bill, HR
676.
And don’t miss these excelllent archived
programs from last spring:

March 21 Teach-In

On the other side of the coin we must not
forget the United States is still engaged in two
bloody conflicts abroad. The most unpopular of
the two being in Iraq which was a key issue for a
lot of people during the Bush Administration.
During the Obama campaign we were told about
a withdrawal, but I'm not feeling any pressure
from his supporters or talk of this in the media.
Even more concerning to me is the situation in
Afghanistan, a war that has been going on since

This is the podcast for the WERU Weekend
Voices/peacecast.us Special featuring our Active
Community Teach-in on New Strategies for
Organizing in the Obama Era. This program
broadcast on Saturday April 4, 2009 on
Community Radio WERU. The event was held
Saturday March 21, 2009 in Bangor at the
Unitarian Universalist Church.

David Roediger: Writing Socialist
History
A long-time scholar-activist, his books
include The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the
Making of the American Working Class and How
Race Survived U.S. History: From Settlement and
Slavery to the Obama Phenomenon. Professor
Roediger's main focus is the life and work of his
late friend and colleague, the labor activist and
historian for the Industrial Workers of the
World, Fred Thompson. Thompson died in
1987.

Fall 2009
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PEACE?

W

hat is “peace”? Our group is the Maine
Peace Action Committee. Similar to
“love,” “peace” is one of those
emotionally charged, positive terms that is often
vague, encompasses numerous contradictory
meanings, and is sometimes little more than an
empty slogan. Everyone can effortlessly affirm
that they are for “peace” and express it as if it
were nothing more than a good-feeling, Hallmark
greeting card sentiment.
“Peace” has numerous, diverse meanings. I’ve
found that for many, peace expresses some inner
psychological state in which the peaceful person,
the person at peace, feels no inner stress, tension,
conflict, or disruption. Such people, when
encountering peace activism, including exposure
to the admirable approaches of Mahatma Gandhi
and Martin Luther King, Jr., often find peace
activism “unpeaceful” since it involves challenging unjust sources of domination, resistance, willingness to suffer, and creative disruption of the
status quo.
To provide a
second example,
some
of
my
students, especially
when enrolling in
Buddhism, have
April 15, 1967 protest march of false stereotypes of
more than 100,000 in New York Buddhism as part of
City led by (left to right)
their
personal
Benjamin Spock, Martin Luther desire to experiKing, Jr., and Charles Owen
ence the peace that
Rice. (Eli Finer photo.)
Buddhist teachings
and meditation will bring to their stressful lives.
They sometimes become quickly disillusioned
when they realize that learning about Buddhist
teachings and practices in any depth involves
hard disciplined work that can be very stressful.
Seriously practicing Buddhist meditation invariably involves increasing mindfulness, and this
means becoming aware of and experiencing all
kinds of repressed anger, hatred, guilt, and other
stressful phenomena. The long meditative road
toward the goal of peace, even if only focusing on
inner peace, involves a transformative process
that is uneven, with many ups and downs, and is
often stressful.
My focus in this article is on what “peace”
means to me, as an essential part of peace
activism, in which peace is a central part of what
one believes and how one lives her or his life. I’ll
do this by simply delineating several of the key
characteristics of such a commitment toward
peace.
First, “peace” primarily focuses on how we live
our lives. There must be integration of theory and
practice; of our knowledge and how we put it to
practice. As peace activists, we must be able to
analyze situations, so that our actions are
informed. But it is not sufficient to have some
view of peace. And when it comes to practicing
peace, this is not easy. It involves the need for
skillful means to resolve conflicts; for open-ended

experiments of trial and error in which we learn
from our failures and build on our successes; and
for continual awareness and assessment of
whether we are practically transforming our
selves and our world toward greater peace.
Second, “peace” and the absence of peace are
manifested though many aspects of life. In addition to the explicit physical manifestations of war,
killing, torture, rape, bullying, etc., we need to
address psychological or inner violence, exploitation and economic inequality and violence,
cultural violence, political violence, racial and
gender and ethnic violence, religious violence,
educational violence, and other expressions that
are barriers to peace.
Third, the lack of peace often is expressed in
our daily lives through the socialization and functioning of the status quo. Awareness of our
“normal” life, with the normal dominant structures of power and how we relate to others and to
nature, is essential to any understanding and
practice of peace. For example, the fact that
hundreds of millions of human beings suffer
silently and passively without challenging those
with wealth and power does not make this
“normal” situation, without explicit
overt violence, something nonviolent
and peaceful. Humanly caused and
preventable suffering, poverty, lack of
needed health care and decent housing, lack of affordable education and
good jobs at a living wage, and budgetary priorities favoring the wealthy
corporate and military interests are all
part of the structural status quo, often
unaddressed barriers to peace, and set
a necessary agenda for peace activism.
This also means I need to become
more aware of how I, either through

unawareness or acceptance of privilege, benefit
from and am hence complicit with the ongoing
violent status quo antithetical to peace.
Finally, as I’ve tried to formulate in earlier articles in the Newsletter, peace and peace action
mean that there can be no peace without justice.
As King has told us, many consider peace to be
the absence of overt conflict, but this is usually a
“negative peace,” a peace perpetuating injustice,
which is no peace at all. Our goal is a “positive
peace,” the only meaningful approach to “peace,”
which always involves peace with justice. As the
major quotation on the wall at the inspiring King
Memorial Plaza at the University of Maine
proclaims: “Injustice anywhere is a threat to
justice everywhere.” Only when we incorporate
this understanding in our daily personal lives and
our peace activism, in which we resist and create
alternatives to different forms of exploitation and
oppression and injustice, can we become truly
dedicated and effective peacemakers, living lives
of peace and working for a peaceful world.
—Doug Allen
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AFGHANISTAN:
WE NEED DISCUSSION NOT JUST MILITARY RHETORIC

W

hen White House spokesman Robert
Gibbs stated that walking away from
Afghanistan “isn’t a viable option”, he
failed to explore possibilities other than military
ones. What would a responsible option look like?
First, it seems that the Afghan people should be
consulted about the current strategy because it
affects them most directly. Although 90% of
Afghans disapprove of the Taliban, and in 2005
68% supported the US presence, by September
2009 that support had dropped to 32%. At the
same time, according to the CNN web site, 57%
of Americans opposed the war in Afghanistan.
Currently NATO forces from France, Germany
and Spain have also refused to send any additional troops because of significant opposition
from their citizens.
Given this, it is crucial to consider other possibilities. We invaded Afghanistan because AlQaeda was based there when it attacked
Washington D.C. and the World Trade Towers.
We remain in Afghanistan because we fear it will
re-group and attack us again, yet now we are
primarily fighting the Taliban, not Al-Qaeda.
General McCrystal said on September 11, 2009
“there are no indications of any large Al-Qaeda
presence in Afghanistan now”. The Taliban and
Al-Qaeda are far from synonymous. Although
they share a similar fundamentalist version of the
Muslim religion, Al-Qaeda is an Arab-based
group with an international agenda, while the
Taliban is part of a collection of Pashtun nationalist groups focused on forcing foreigners from
their territory in Afghanistan and the Pashtun
areas of Pakistan. The Taliban would not be fighting us if we were not in their territory fighting
them, and they gain recruits because of our presence and the horrible effects of war on the civilian population.
The UN Assistance
(UNAMA) recorded
deaths for the first six
represents an increase

Mission in Afghanistan
1,013 Afghan civilian
months of 2009, which
of 24% over the same

period in 2008 when 818 civilians were killed. In
2007, 684 civilians were killed in the same period.
The Afghanistan Rights Monitor (ARM), a
Kabul-based rights watchdog, has estimated
significantly higher numbers; 3,917 killed overall
in 2008 with US forces responsible for about
1,620 of the civilian deaths, of which 680 were
killed in US air strikes. In May 2009, US led
forces dropped bombs on a village in the western
province of Farah that killed 140 civilians,
including 93 children. The Afghan survivors
carted dozens of corpses in trucks from their
village to the provincial capital to publicly

ing the Soviet invasion, but returned to her country to document life under the Taliban rule. She
has not seen any positive changes in Afghanistan
over the past 8 years, with the Afghan people
“still suffering from insecurity” because they are
caught in the crossfire between the Taliban, the
warlords and drug lords, and the US and NATO
bombs. She supports the immediate withdrawal of
US troops and says that if the US really wants to
help Afghanistan, we should disempower the
fundamentalists in the current government,
disarm their soldiers, and stop supporting the
brutal warlords of the Northern Alliance. She

According to Mariam Raqib, an Afghan woman currently working on a doctorate degree in the US, “Women and families live
in insecurity, they don’t feel safe to leave their homes to get
groceries or allow their children to go to school due to fear of
kidnappings, bombings, etc…”
denounce the carnage shouting “Death to
America!” U.S. forces have actually killed more
civilian Afghans during 2009 than the Taliban
has: Our military approach has backfired and has
become a great recruiting tool for the Taliban.

believes that no nation can truly liberate another
nation and that it is the people of Afghanistan
who must fight for their liberation, although we
could support democratic and progressive forces
inside the country to help with that process.

This war has not made the lives of Afghan
civilians better or more secure. According to
ARM, there were 120,000 civilians forced from
their homes in 2008 with US led forces responsible for 80,000 of the displaced. According to
Mariam Raqib, an Afghan woman currently
working on a doctorate degree in the US,
“women and families live in insecurity, they don’t
feel safe to leave their homes to get groceries or
allow their children to go to school due to fear of
kidnappings, bombings, etc…” Similar concerns
were expressed by Zoya, a member of the
Revolutionary Association of the Women of
Afghanistan (RAWA) whose parents were killed
by fundamentalists. Zoya fled Afghanistan follow-

The war has also had a terrible impact on
American soldiers. According to the US
Department of Defense (DoD), as of October
2009, 796 US troops have died in combat in
Afghanistan and 4,139 have been physically
wounded. The wounds to the psyche are more
difficult to quantify, although they can be just as
deadly and costly. A study done in 2007–2008 by
the RAND Center for Military Health Policy estimated that of the 1.64 million Americans, who
have been deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan,
18.5% (300,000) are currently suffering from
PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder) and/or
major depression and 19.5% (320,000) may have
experienced Traumatic Brain Injuries. Veterans
afflicted with these conditions are at higher risk
of suicide. In January 2009, more active duty
soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan actually killed
themselves than died in combat. Despite this,
many soldiers are now in their 2nd or 3rd deployment. Although DoD and the VA have implemented policies and programs to help returning
soldiers adjust to civilian life, there is a large gap
between the need for mental health services and
the use of those services. This is in part due to a
macho military culture that results in underreporting and under-recognition. There is an
additional ripple effect, as each invisible injury
impacts on the families and communities the
veterans return home to as well.
The current military strategy has largely eliminated Al-Qaeda from Afghanistan, our original
objective, but has resulted in an intolerable
amount of pain and suffering for Afghan civilians
and US troops. We cannot let the rhetoric of fear
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frame the debate about the war in Afghanistan.
We need to be discussing a responsible exit strategy that considers both the safety of US troops
and the needs of the people of Afghanistan. It
should include training Afghan troops to help
them maintain safety and order. It should support
a reconciliation process with negotiations that
would involve all parts of Afghan society including tribal groups, the Taliban, and Afghan
women’s groups. Above all, it should provide
support for economic development that is local
rather than sending in multinational contractors
who are motivated primarily by profit.
An example of local investment is a reforestation project spearheaded by Mariam Raqib and
sponsored by Afghanistan Samsortya (samsortya
means revitalization of the environment), a nonprofit organization established in Boston,
Massachusetts. Utilizing local labor and skills
together with international expertise and
resources, Afghanistan Samsortya aims to undertake projects in agro-forestry in order to repopulate the deforested region with trees. Previously,
the valleys at the base of the Hindu Kush
Mountains nurtured prosperous farms, vineyards,
and forests. However, as a result of nearly three
decades of war, political unrest, and drought, an
estimated 60 to 80 percent of the forests and fruit
orchards have been destroyed. The goal of this
project is to empower the people to become self
sufficient once again in food production.
For decades, our principal instrument for
global leadership has been military might. We are
at a crossroads, and the change that Obama
promised in his campaign is in fact possible, but
only when the issue is framed more broadly and
there is a true debate that allows us to explore a
broader range of alternatives. The debate in the
mainstream media has been narrowly framed
from the pro-war camp perspective; either
Obama approves of the military strategy proposed
by General McCrystal or rejects it and accepts
defeat, thereby inviting the reoccurrence of 9/11
on an even larger scale. The debate should
instead include a broader discussion about the
human cost of war on societies, about real security here and in Afghanistan, and about the
broader implications for foreign policy.
Americans owe it to themselves to be clear about
what the broader issue is; whether we will
continue with protracted campaigns of armed
nation building and open-ended war in response
to Muslim extremism or, instead, consider
supporting local development and the more
progressive and democratic parts of civil society
in Muslim countries.
— Katrina Bisheimer and Judd Esty-Kendall
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A SUCCESSFUL STRUGGLE RESISTING
THE MODERN MILITARY-INDUSTRIAL-ACADEMIC COMPLEX

T

his article is a revised section of a paper I
was asked to submit in preparation for a
major conference in Delhi, India,
November 18–22, to mark the hundredth
anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi’s most influential book, Hind Swaraj. This very unusual conference has the goal of concluding with an action
plan relevant to war and peace, violence and
nonviolence, justice and injustice, and other
pressing contemporary concerns. Several of us
were asked to prepare preliminary papers illustrating our involvement in particular struggles
during the past fifty years. Based on our understanding of Hind Swaraj and Gandhi’s nonviolence, we were asked to describe the vision that
inspired our attempts to solve particular problems
of violence, what methods we used, and what
challenges, successes, and failures we encountered.
I began with
the
following:
For the past fifty
years, nonviolent
peace and justice
activism, shaped
by the formative
influences of the
philosophy and
practice of Mahatma Gandhi and often expressed
most clearly and strongly in Hind Swaraj, has
greatly defined my life. Such nonviolent activist
“experiments with truth” (the title of Gandhi’s
Autobiography) reach back to the Civil Rights
Movement in the South and include the
Vietnam/Indochina Antiwar Movement, the
Women’s Rights Movement, the Anti-Apartheid
Movement, environmental struggles, and more
recent antiwar activism focusing on the Iraq War
and the Afghanistan War. I then provided two
detailed illustrations: the Vietnam Center struggle at Southern Illinois University illustrating
resistance to the Military-Industrial-Academic
Complex and the response to 9/11 terrorism and
especially to the post-9/11 counter-terrorism,
which is really an even greater terrorism.
Although the latter is more recent and much
better known, I’ve decided to present the first
illustration in this article. I’ll probably present the
post-9/11 illustration in the spring 2010 issue of
the MPAC Newsletter. Most of what follows in
the very dramatic and significant illustration will
be completely new to readers and may seem
dated, referring to specific contexts of the
Vietnam War and antiwar struggles in the 1960s
and 1970s. This was an intense, significant, effective struggle that shaped my entire life, including
how I wound up as a professor at the University
of Maine. However, it is my position that this is
not only important history that continues to
shape our world and our lives, but it also brings
out present realities and lessons about the nature
of education, the nature of the university, and the
context within which we are socialized and
within which some of us continue to engage in

antiwar, peace, and justice activism. It also seems
to me that much of Gandhi’s vision or philosophy
and his nonviolent methods remain insightful
and relevant when dealing with our most pressing
contemporary concerns, ranging from the
personal to the global.
Since this paper was intended for a Gandhi
conference in India, I used several major Sanskrit
terms. For this revised article, I’ll eliminate or

The Vietnam Center: Some Background

M

y first full-time academic position, 19671972, was with the Department of
Philosophy at Southern Illinois University in
Carbondale, Illinois. In 1969, some of us were
shocked to learn that SIU had received a huge
grant from the State Department’s Agency for
International Development to establish a Center
for Vietnamese Studies and Programs. As with all

This was an intense, significant, effective struggle that shaped
my entire life, including how I wound up as a professor at the
University of Maine.
define most of these terms. It may be helpful here
to provide a brief clarification of the most important concept in Hind Swaraj (translated as Indian
Home Rule or Independence): Swaraj, which has
a double meaning. For most people, swaraj refers
to India’s freedom movement for home rule or
independence from British colonial rule.
However, Gandhi primarily emphasizes a second
meaning as seen in Swa = Self and Raj = Rule.
Self-rule means that my life has an ethical foundation, that I have a disciplined mind and will
that control my passions, indulgences, and
mental activity, that I engage in selfless service,
and that I have the resources and the capacity for
meaningful self-determination. For Gandhi,
modern nationalism, representing a form of selfgovernment, lacks this concept of self-rule, which
is the basis for any meaningful sense of freedom,
independence, democracy, and true intellectual,
economic, social, and ethical development and
well being.

peace and justice understanding and practice, our
reaction was structured by our past and present
contexts in which some of us had devoted years
to antiwar efforts to end the Indochina/Vietnam
War and hence were motivated to question
Washington’s economic, political, and military
intentions and objectives. We quickly became
more concerned as we learned that the key individuals who gave SIU the funds, appeared on our
campus, and even assumed academic positions at
our university were some of the same key individuals who had gotten the U.S. involved in and
helped to plan the Vietnam War and who had
been identified with the previous, infamous,
Michigan State University project in Vietnam.
We grew even more alarmed when we studied the
contract to establish the Vietnam Center, read
hundreds of pages of correspondence and internal
minutes of the Center’s meetings, and acquired a
tremendous amount of background information.
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It became evident that the Vietnam Center at
SIU was primarily intended to become a useful
part of the U.S. war effort and especially part of
plans for victorious postwar reconstruction to
achieve Washington’s objectives. This included
plans for SIU to provide retraining of U.S. military veterans to be sent back to Vietnam, planning Vietnam’s police and security apparatus,
planning Vietnam’s educational system, and
providing resources and expertise for technological development and agricultural projects.
Whether seemingly benign or blatantly militaristic and coercive, such intensions and objectives
were violent and often similar to British formulations justifying the Raj (the British rule in India)
and the economic and political domination of
India. Indeed, as with British colonial rule, there
was an assumed ideological justification that
many Vietnamese were not only hostile and
dangerous to U.S. interests, but that they were
generally backwards, irrational, immoral, unde-

veloped, and uncivilized. What Washington and
the Vietnam Center were doing was thus good for
the Vietnamese, civilizing them, whether they
appreciated it or not.
What ensued, without providing details, were
five years of exposure, education, organizing,
resistance, and diverse forms of mobilization and
struggle. This became one of the most intense
and effective antiwar struggles at any U.S.
campus, and it became the major university antiwar issue in Asian Studies. Articles and books
were written on the Vietnam Center struggle;
numerous antiwar students and other activists
met, organized, marched, demonstrated, were
arrested, and had their lives and careers dramatically changed; and the objectives of Washington
and SIU were completely thwarted through the
anti-Vietnam Center antiwar struggles.

Two Different Conceptions of
Civilization, Visions, and Methods

L

ooking back, and now greatly informed by
Gandhi’s Hind Swaraj, it is evident, as it was
in the late 1960s and 1970s, that we experienced
two, diametrically opposed conceptions of civilization with their contrasting visions and methods. On the one hand, the Vietnam Center
clearly illustrated what Gandhi labeled Modern
Civilization. Such a modern vision was highly
materialistic with the emphasis on money, power,
economic and political control and domination.
It expressed a theory and worldview of adversarial relations in which “the enemy” had to be paci-
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fied, controlled, and often destroyed in order to
achieve our objectives. Such a vision utilizes a
modern instrumentalist view of reason and technology and other resources including nature. As
means to achieve ends, the ends are separated
from the means, and any means are justified that
are effective for achieving the desired ends. In
this regard, planners at SIU repeatedly emphasized how the university should position itself as
useful and hence appreciated by those with external sources of funds and power, and the Vietnam
Center could provide such means to achieve U.S.
war and postwar ends or objectives in Vietnam.
In short, SIU with its Vietnam Center could function as a valuable part of what Senator William
Fulbright, developing President Dwight
Eisenhower’s warning, labeled as the MilitaryIndustrial-Academic Complex.
In this regard, this modern vision and
approach did emphasize interconnections, interlocking integral relations, but not as in Gandhi’s
nonviolent, holistic, relational
vision. Instead we were
presented with top-down,
highly concentrated and
centralized, interconnected
structures of power, coercion,
and domination in which the
Vietnam Center would not
question the vision or the
means, but would instead be a
small but useful and rewarded
contributor to the antiGandhian ends of control,
exploitation, and domination.
What was evident was that this modern vision
with its methods or means was lacking in morality, which was never an essential part of the
university’s calculations. Let Washington, big
corporations, and the military define the ends;

we’ll show that we can provide the technology
and other useful means. Ethical analyses of the
vision and ends, the means, and the means-ends
relations are irrelevant and would only complicate our useful contribution to those with power.
After all, just as the British did not fund Indian
civil servants and police so that they could resist
the Raj, those with power did not fund the
university so that it would then critique and
possibly resist their militaristic, neo-colonial, and
imperialistic war policies and postwar objectives.
Indeed, it became evident that true education,
leading to deeper analysis and understanding, was
also not part of this modern vision. It turned out
that SIU had previously had two big government
contracts in the 1960s for work in Vietnam
through its College to Education. Although 50
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professors were involved, not one had ever written an article or book about Vietnam. Revealing
was the fact that the Director of Vietnam Center
was a professor who did not speak Vietnamese
and had published nothing on Vietnam. An
appropriate vision of education was not a priority.
In most general educational terms, the university, its Vietnam Center, its students and technology and other resources were viewed in corporatized terms of commodities, as a good investment,
as means that could further the war and postwar
objectives. There was no concern with Gandhi’s
central educational concerns of Hind Swaraj of
the need for character building, for an ethical
foundation, for self-control and the development
of selfless service, courage, fearlessness, and other
virtues. From Gandhi’s perspective, what the
Vietnam Center, in its role as part of the socialized education of Modern Civilization, was
perpetuating were multiple dimensions and structures of educational violence. For Gandhi, such
an education that was not grounded in dharma
(social and ethical duty) would have represented
a dangerous and destructive educational failure.
Indeed, regardless of academic degrees, professional status, and financial benefits of the
Military-Industrial-Academic Complex, in
Gandhi’s vision and approach, the professors,
students, and administrators who identified with
the Vietnam Center were not truly educated and
were not truly civilized human beings.
The Vietnam Center and its major funding
source, the Agency for International
Development, constantly emphasized “development” for Vietnam. For Gandhi in Hind Swaraj,
this illustrates the modern, narrow, reductionistic, violent conception of materialistic development. The more you produce, the faster you
produce, the larger the economy, the more technology and displacement of labor, the more you
consume, etc., are the criteria used to determine
more advanced development, as essential for a
more developed civilization and mode of
conduct. Gandhi rejects this and contrasts this
modern conception of economic development

Gandhi on Dandi Salt March, 1930

with real development, which has an ethical basis
and is grounded in dharma and swaraj. This fuller,
qualitatively different conception of real development does not worship and sets limits on the
quantity and speed of production, sets limits on
uncontrolled self-indulgent consumption, and
accepts the introduction of new technology only
if it leads to greater well-being, freedom from
suffering, and moral and spiritual development.
For Gandhi, unlike the developmental conception of Vietnam Center as part of the MilitaryIndustrial-Academic Complex, real development,
grounded in the commitment to truth and nonviolence, is the basis for real intellectual, economic,
social, cultural, educational, and moral development.
In gradually developing our vision and methods, it became evident that we offered a radical
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commitment to nonviolence. My practice of
nonviolence in the Civil Rights Movement and
my teaching of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s philosophy shaped much of this. I was also influenced by
my limited knowledge of Gandhi’s philosophy
and methods. However, not everyone involved in
the antiwar movement in general and the antiwar
Vietnam Center struggle in particular shared my
vision and approach. All of us active in this
particular antiwar struggle shared a commitment
to some vision of peace, justice, self-determination, and a transformed world that would be
much less violent. However, we were a diverse,
pluralistic, inclusivistic resistance, and there were
always active participants who believed that
violent resistance, by Vietnamese and by those in
the U.S., was sometimes necessary, justified, and
even admirable.

The Vietnam Center and its major funding source, the Agency
for International Development, constantly emphasized “development” for Vietnam. For Gandhi in Hind Swaraj, this illustrates
the modern, narrow, reductionistic, violent conception of materialistic development.
critique of and resistance to this dominant view
of Modern Civilization. It is not as if many of us
were deeply aware of Gandhiji’s contrasting
formulation of civilization in Hind Swaraj, and we
would have rejected some of his theory.
Nevertheless, there are remarkable similarities
between what emerged through our experiments
with truth and what Gandhi expressed.
Although we only gradually developed a new
language for our vision and methods for
confronting the Vietnam Center issues, several of
us finally presented our position as an anti-imperialist, anti-neocolonial, democratic struggle for
self-determination free from economic class
exploitation, racism, and other forms of oppression. My vision and methods were defined by my

Without providing details, suffice it to indicate
that as part of our contrasting vision, we tried
many diverse methods and approaches. Some
were mild, reformist, and expressed within the
dominant structures of the status quo. Others
were at a heightened level of resistance, took
considerable personal risk, and challenged the
status quo. These methods included many
hundreds of hours of weekly and daily meetings,
extensive research, formulating and distributing
informational literature, discussion groups,
educational teach-ins, local and national and
international conferences, publication of letters
and articles and books, media work, rallies and
other demonstrations, boycotts and other forms
of noncooperation, dramatic exposures and interventions, creative artistic and theatrical resistance, and nonviolent civil disobedience. The fact
that we could organize not only around an unjust
destructive U.S. Vietnam War, but also direct our
focus to a specific visible manifestation of this on
our campus. allowed us to continue an intense
struggle of resistance for years after antiwar
efforts had dissipated at most other universities. It
was powerful and effective to assert that our
university was committed to the vision and methods of the Military-Industrial-Academic
Complex, that SIU was complicit with the death
and destruction of Vietnamese and Americans,
and that we could make a significant difference in
resisting the plans of the Vietnam Center, saving
lives, alleviating suffering, and transforming our
university.
In general, few of us in this antiwar movement
or in the Vietnam Center struggle had a developed vision of swaraj. Looking back, it’s clear that
some of us had glimpses or insights into swaraj,
but not a broad and deep vision and approach.
Most of the thousands who participated in our
anti-Vietnam Center struggles did share a simple
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moral imperative: the Vietnam War is wrong and
our university is wrong in supporting this immoral
war and postwar commitment. For Gandhi, such
simple moral insights are essential in providing an
ethical foundation for our philosophy and methods for realizing our vision. However, this by itself
is not sufficient for bringing about a new world of
transformative nonviolent relations that are
centered on a vision of swaraj.
The Vietnam Center struggle illustrates, in
microcosmic form, a much larger situation that
Gandhi certainly confronted but that has developed and increasingly dominated all of life, from
the individual to the global, since his lifetime.
Gandhi gradually gained a deep understanding of
the functioning, dependencies, and domination
of the Raj in an unjust and exploitative British
Empire. His emphasis on the spinning wheel and
his campaigns focusing on independence with
regard to salt and cloth brought out the essential
dimension of swadeshi (supporting your own
community and country) as part of swaraj.
However, in our dramatically transformed globalized world, there are fewer and fewer examples of
self- sufficiency and independence. As illustrated
by the modern Military-Industrial-Academic
Complex, we live in a globalized world of corporate, industrial, financial, media, and informational relations of interconnected, concentrated
structures of power that determine what we eat,
what we wear, what jobs are available, how we are
socialized, what our sources of information and
recreation are, and, in short, all aspects of our
lives with little sense of independence, self-sufficiency, or meaningful swaraj. The Vietnam
Center struggle, while centered at SIU in
Carbondale, Illinois, necessarily involved the
challenge of understanding and resisting larger
relations that encompassed new state, national,
and international structural relations of
economic, political, military, and cultural power
and domination.

An Assessment of Our Strengths and
Weaknesses

T

his brings me to an assessment of some of the
strengths and weaknesses of the Vietnam
Center struggle. In order to understand why the
Vietnam Center was established at SIU, its vision,
and its methods and objectives, we had to analyze
how the university had become increasingly
corporatized and education increasingly
commodified in radically anti-Gandhian ways.
The Vietnam Center, as an illustration of the
Military-Industrial-Academic Complex of
Modern Civilization, had to be understood as
large, well funded, highly bureaucratic, and
intended to provide the means for ends defined
by those with power outside the university. What
this also meant was that the bureaucratic func-

tioning of the Vietnam Center was usually
predictable, and this could be transformed into a
strength in organizing our resistance.
In this regard, we had to analyze our contrasting strengths and weaknesses. We lacked the
forces of Modern Civilization defined by money,
capital, technology, and those with power at our
institution. What we had were all kinds of potential alternatives based on labor-intensive mobilization and resistance, grassroots relations, moral
fervor, courage, and creativity. Without the topdown, status quo relations of power, we were far
less predictable. In many ways, this was reminiscent of Gandhi’s approach in which the British
and even his allies in the Indian National
Congress, with their assumed modern bureaucratic ways of relating, were continually startled

and frustrated by his creative unpredictability.
Our evolving alternative vision and methods
consisted of open-ended experiments with truth
in which we attempted to integrate theory with
practice. The focus was local, but the local could
not be fully understood without comprehending
and responding to its mutually interacting relations with the state, national, and international
structures of power.
Multileveled, creative, alternative methods
included marches, demonstrations, sit-ins, the
willingness to engage in nonviolent civil disobedience and to be arrested, expelled from the university, and fired from one’s academic position. They
included extensive research, publications, media
work, the distribution of informational literature,
and the organization of remarkable conferences.
They included working with the Committee of
Concerned Asian Scholars
to organize an extremely
effective boycott of SIU in
which
scholars
were
educated
about
the
Vietnam Center, were
encouraged not to accept
tainted money or be
complicit in any way with
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the Center, and were confronted and exposed if
they identified with the Center. They included
organizing a “Vietnamese Invasion of
Carbondale” in which antiwar Vietnamese courageously came to SIU to oppose the Vietnam
Center, and they included all kinds of alternative
art, poetry, music, theatrical presentations, and
other cultural programs of resistance.
In the short term, the struggle to expose and
resist the Vietnam Center was incredibly successful. It was one of the most effective antiwar struggles at any university. SIU’s Vietnam Center
never achieved its vision and any of its objectives
as outlined in its initial contract, endless committee work and planning sessions, and its increasing
preoccupation with how to counter our unexpectedly effective resistance. The Center, which
was finally forced to move off campus, never
organized its planned conferences, never received
acceptability among scholars of Vietnam and
Asia, never succeeded in implementing its plans
as part of the U.S. war effort, and, with the U.S.
defeat in Vietnam, never received the multimillion dollar contracts for postwar reconstruction. Of course, the major reason for the Center’s
ineffectiveness was the resistance, courage, and
sacrifice of the Vietnamese because the Center’s
vision and methods presumed a U.S. victory in
Vietnam. The strength of the growing U.S. antiwar movement was also a major influence.
However, the resistance against the Vietnam
Center would not have been so successful without the essential dedication, perseverance, and
effectiveness of the local antiwar struggle.
At the same time, it must be acknowledged
that the antiwar struggle against the Vietnam
Center also revealed serious weaknesses, and this
was most evident in the general lack of a longterm sustained antiwar and anti-imperialist
commitment. There had not been a widespread,
deeper, peace and justice analysis, transformation
of consciousness, and commitment, and when the
war in Vietnam formally ended in 1975, most
scholars, students, and other antiwar activists
went back to business as usual. It should be
remembered that in terms of the vision and methods of Hind Swaraj, Gandhi himself faced limits in
controlling even his so-called followers, and he
experienced failures in satyagraha (firmness in
adhering to truth, truth force, soul force)
campaigns. Short-term successes were often
followed by defeats, and Gandhi himself often
attributed these to his miscalculations in not
recognizing weaknesses in his followers, the
determined and often violent and unethical
responses of those opposing his vision and methods, and the difficulty and complexity of specific
contextualized struggles. However, when
compared with Gandhi, our antiwar anti-Center
movement showed severe limits in overall train-
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ing, preparation, and levels of consciousness. We
had a dedicated core, but we were not in a position to require that most of the diverse antiwar
forces agree to Gandhi-like vows or accept strict
disciplined methods of Gandhian nonviolence.
In this regard, antiwar activists had many
mixed motives. Most had a strong desire to act, to
make a difference, to end the war, to resist the
university’s complicity. Motivated by simple antiwar slogans and appeals to conscience, this by
itself was not sufficiently transformative to bring
about long-term change. In addition, many of the
young people were motivated by an admirable
imagination, a desire to imagine peace and
embrace an alternative vision of what a university
and a true education could be, but when the hard
reality of modern power relations confronted
them, and the war and the Vietnam Center withstood their often utopian vision and approach,
they frequently withdrew and became passive,
discouraged, and cynical.
In addition, weaknesses can be related to
certain excesses of the 1960s and 1970s, that
defined the lifestyles of students and other antiwar activists, continue to this day, and are at odds
with Gandhi’s analysis of swaraj. Often as a reaction to previous, rigid, oppressive socialization, a
view of liberation emerged as freedom from all
restrictions and restraints, whether defined by
authoritarian economic and political powers,
institutions, and structures, social and religious
prohibitions, academic rules, or traditional ethical norms. Self-determination often meant that
“if it feels good, do it,” and freedom often meant
“doing your own thing.” Excessive indulgence of
all kinds became a virtue. What this meant was
that such self-indulgent, unrestrained excesses by
individuals, even with a sincere antiwar, antiVietnam Center commitment, provided obstacles
in organizing a unified, disciplined, perseverant,
responsible struggle. By way of contrast, Gandhi
submits that true freedom, liberation, self-rule,
and independence are possible only when we
control our passions, limit our self-indulgences,
and live lives of selfless service informed by an
ethical commitment to dharma.
Finally, although our antiwar and antiVietnam Center movement was overwhelmingly
nonviolent in its vision and methods, this was
also limited and revealed weaknesses. As with
most of Gandhi’s followers, but without his influential authority, many participants were willing to
accept nonviolence on pragmatic grounds, but
not as an absolute creed or philosophy. Some
believed in the need for methods of violent resistance, and we had examples of violent language
with personal verbal attacks, rock throwing, and
violent retaliation against police and other
violent oppositional forces. Some romanticized
spontaneity and violent individuals and struggles
in the name of some higher purpose. In short, we
sometimes could not control the violent reactions
of antiwar anti-Center individuals, or of occasional unknown provocateurs, and this weakness
clearly limited the development of a disciplined,
long-term, sustainable nonviolent movement.
However, I cannot overemphasize that we
should not equate this violence with the violent

vision and methods of the Military-IndustrialAcademic Complex as illustrated by the
Vietnam/Indochina War and SIU’s Vietnam
Center. Some of this violence was physical and
overt, not only in the death of 3 million
Vietnamese, but also as manifested on our
campus. At one point, in May 1970 before SIU
was finally shut down and students sent home,
there were 1,200 armed National Guard
stationed at SIU, with tanks and other military
vehicles on campus and armed guards stationed
outside classrooms. 300 state police, often angry
at being sent to our university and sometimes
quite violent, functioned as part of an outside
force of occupation. In many confrontations,
students and others were tear-gassed, beat up,
arrested, and severely punished. Classrooms and
meetings were infiltrated with spies, and agent
provocateurs were used to incite violence and
foment division in the antiwar anti-Center struggle.
But most of the violence was indirect, structural, and pervasive. The Military-IndustrialAcademic Complex, with the role of SIU’s
Vietnam Center, was inherently violent. It
revealed multidimensional violence with its
methods and structural objectives of domination
and control: restructuring Vietnam’s educational
and legal system, restructuring Vietnam’s
economic and agricultural system and technological relations, planning Vietnam’s police and
security apparatus, and so forth. And these
methods of restructuring and planning were
meant to meet the needs of and be rewarded by
the power elite, as evidenced in their status quo,
dominant, violent vision and methods.
Compared to this dominant modern vision
and approach, the antiwar struggle against the
Vietnam Center was overwhelmingly nonviolent
and effective. It revealed limits and weaknesses,
but primarily strengths and hopes that remain
relevant to this day.
—Doug Allen

PODCAST AVAILABLE
Please visit http://peacecast.us for a podcast
of Doug’s October 1, 2009 talk on Gandhi’s
Hind Swaraj.
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The Maine Peace Action Committee has its general
meeting every Tuesday at 7:00 PM in the Virtue Room of
the Maples Building on the University of Maine
Campus. Meeting times and dates may change. MPAC
often has subcommittees working on topics of special
interest to current members. MPAC also organizes film
series, speakers, teach-ins, workshops, concerts, reading
groups, demonstrations, and other peace and justice
actions. For more information on MPAC, call 581-3860.
If you are interested in peace education and activism,
please join us.
http://www.umaine.edu/mpac/

pinions expressed in this Newsletter are those of
individual members of MPAC and other university
and community activists. They do not necessarily
express the views of other MPAC members or of the
group as a whole. We know that other readers may not
agree with all that is stated in this issue, and we encourage your response.
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